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Degree Pedigree: Assessing the Effect of Degree-Granting 
Institutions’ Ranks on Prospective Employment 
at Academic Law Libraries*
Ashley Ahlbrand** and Michael Johnson***
In the academic law library hiring process, candidates are assessed based on a variety 
of factors. The study conducted here focuses on education—specifically the institu-
tional rank of degree-granting law and library science institutions—to explore how 
the rank of one’s graduate education might influence hiring decisions at academic 
law libraries.
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	 1.	 See	Gregory	K.	Raschke,	Hiring and Recruitment Practices in Academic Libraries: Problems and 
Solutions,	3	poRTAL: LiBR. & AcAD.	53,	53–54	(2003);	see also	Ronald	E.	Wheeler,	Nancy	P.	Johnson	&	
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News and World Report	(U.S. News)	according	to	a	variety	of	factors;	though	they	






ranks	of	 law	school	and	 library	science	programs	attended	and	the	potential	 for	
obtaining	a	position	at	the	library	of	a	top	fifty	law	school.	To	do	this,	we	examined	
the	 educational	 credentials	 of	 dual-degreed	 law	 librarians	 as	 publicly	 posted	 on	
institutions’	web	sites.3
¶3	School	rankings	were	based	on	U.S. News	rankings	for	2011.	Schools	char-











vey	 that	 asks	 what	 degrees	 law	 librarians	 in	 the	 field	 possess,	 the	 names	 of	 the	
degree-granting	institutions	are	not	sought.5	The	results	of	this	study	could	impact	
those	interested	in	pursuing	law	librarianship	who	have	not	yet	chosen	where	to	
obtain	 their	degrees	 (for	both	 law	and	 library	 science).	 It	 could	 also	 impact	 the	
curriculum	at	law	schools	and	library	science	programs,	by	encouraging	a	greater	
emphasis	on	those	courses	 that	would	most	benefit	students	pursuing	careers	 in	
Terrance	K.	Manion,	Choosing the Top Candidate: Best Practices in Academic Law Library Hiring,	100	
LAW LiBR. J.	117,	126–27,	2008	LAW LiBR. J.	5,	¶	39–43.
	 2.	 See	Rhonda	Hankins,	How to Get Behind the Reference Desk: Academic Directors Share What 
They Look for in Reference Librarians,	AALL specTRUM,	Feb.	2003,	at	12,	13.
	 3.	 Credentials	for	two	of	the	librarians	in	the	study	could	not	be	found	on	the	schools’	web	sites,	
but	were	 instead	 located	on	Google+	and	LinkedIn	profiles,	 then	verified	against	 faculty	directory	
listings	on	the	institutions’	web	sites.
	 4.	 See	Sam	Flanigan	&	Robert	Morse,	How U.S. News Calculated the 2013 Graduate School Rank-
ings,	U.s. neWs & WoRLD RepoRT	(Mar.	12,	2012),	http://www.usnews.com/education/best-graduate
-schools/articles/2012/03/12/how-us-news-calculated-the-2013-graduate-school-rankings?page=2.
	 5.	 See, e.g.,	AM. Ass’n oF LAW LiBRARies, The AALL BienniAL sALARy sURvey & oRgAnizATionAL 
chARAcTeRisTics	 10	 (2011),	 available at	 http://www.aallnet.org/main-menu/Publications/salary
-survey/pub-salary11.html	(online	version	available	only	to	AALL	members).








academic	 law	 library	 employers.	 We	 then	 examined	 the	 rankings	 structure	
employed	by	U.S. News	to	evaluate	graduate	programs.	Because	U.S. News	employs	
different	assessment	methods	for	law	programs	than	it	does	for	library	science	pro-




ian’s	 degree-granting	 institutions	 might	 affect	 employment	 at	 an	 academic	 law	
library.





twentieth	 century,6	 so	much	 of	 the	 early	 scholarship	 emphasized	 other	 nonaca-







legal	bibliography—Feazel	doubted	 the	 feasibility	of	 creating	a	 formal	 education	
program	for	law	librarians	because	he	believed	the	field	was	too	small	to	warrant	
even	one	course	at	a	traditional	library	science	program;	instead,	he	advocated	self-
education	 and	 a	 “professional	 spirit	 among	 those	 already	 in	 the	 work.”9	 Other	
scholars	of	 the	time	focused	even	less	on	educational	requirements	and	more	on	
practical	skills	required	for	the	job:	not	only	the	ability	to	parse	legal	texts,	but	also	
the	 instructional	 ability	 to	pass	on	 this	 skill	 to	 law	 students.10	Thus,	 in	 the	 early	
decades	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century	 the	 educational	 backgrounds	 of	 law	 librarians	
	 6.	 See	Marian	G.	Gallagher,	The Law Librarianship Course at the University of Washington,	5	J. 
LegAL eDUc.	537,	537	(1952–1953)	(noting	the	establishment	of	the	course	at	the	University	of	Wash-
ington	in	1940).
	 7.	 E.A.	Feazel,	The Status of the Law Librarian,	2	LAW LiBR. J.	21,	24	(1909).
	 8.	 Id.	at	23.
	 9.	 Id.
	 10.	 See	Frank	B.	Gilbert,	Duties of the Law Librarian,	2	AMeR. LAW sch. Rev.	85,	89–90	(1906).
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were	diverse;	librarianship	programs	and	law	programs	existed,	but	with	no	known	





sized	 education	 in	 legal	 bibliography,12	 another	 focused	 on	 knowledge	 of	 legal	
terminology,13	 and	 another	 argued	 for	 a	more	 complete	 education	 in	 the	 law.14	
Despite	 their	 differences,	 all	 seemed	 to	 agree	 that	 formal	 librarianship	 training	
















a	 law	 librarian	should	hold.18	 Job	postings,	 though,	 increasingly	asked	 for	appli-
cants	with	both	degrees,	particularly	in	academic	law	libraries.19
¶10	For	several	decades,	AALL	has	conducted	a	biennial	survey	of	law	librarians	
to	 garner	 information	 on	 the	 profession’s	 demographics.	 Among	 the	 questions	
asked	 is	 what	 degrees	 the	 librarian-respondent	 holds.	Whereas	 the	 1936	 survey	
indicated	that	the	largest	number	of	respondents	held	not	even	a	college	degree,	a	
survey	in	1976	indicated	quite	different	results.	In	that	year,	the	largest	number	of	
academic	 law	 librarian	 respondents,	 50%,	 held	 a	 library	 science	 degree	 only;	
	 11.	 See	 Theodora	 Belniak,	The Law Librarian of the Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries: A 
Figuration in Flux,	101	LAW LiBR. J.	427,	434,	2009	LAW LiBR. J.	24,	¶	29.
	 12.	 Arthur	S.	McDaniel,	The Educational and Cultural Background of a Law Librarian,	23	LAW 
LiBR. J.	68,	71	(1930).
	 13.	 American Association of Law Libraries Twenty-Eighth Annual Meeting,	26	LAW LiBR. J.	51,	128	
(1933)	(remarks	of	Lotus	Mitchell	Mills).
	 14.	 William	R.	Roalfe,	Status and Qualifications of Law School Librarians,	8	AM. L. sch. Rev.	398,	
399	(1936).









a	 law	degree	dropped	 to	16%;	and	 the	number	holding	both	degrees	had	grown	
slightly	to	26%.21	In	the	latest	iteration	of	the	survey,	those	law	librarians	holding	









Degrees Held by Academic Law Librarians
  1976 Survey 1993 Survey 2011 Survey
Library Science Degree Only 50% 57% 33%
Law Degree Only 26% 16% 6%
Both Library Science and  
Law Degrees
17% 26% 55% 
U.S. News & World Report Rankings
Ranking Law Schools
¶11	U.S. News	began	ranking	law	schools	in	1990,	and	from	the	beginning	their	







	 20.	 The Condition of the Law Librarian in 1976,	 69	LAW LiBR. J.	 626,	 628	 (1976)	 (remarks	 of	
Michael	L.	Renshawe).
	 21.	 Katherine	 E.	Malmquist,	Academic Law Librarians Today: A Survey of Salary and Position 
Information,	85	LAW LiBR. J.	135,	143	(1993).
	 22.	 AM. Ass’n oF LAW LiBRARies,	supra	note	5,	at	12.
	 23.	 Russell	Korobkin,	In Praise of Law School Rankings: Solutions to Coordination and Collective 
Action Problems,	77	Tex. L. Rev.	403,	405–06	(1998).
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15%	comes	from	an	assessment	of	law	schools	by	judges	and	lawyers.24	For	the	cur-
rent	rankings,	measured	in	2012,	199	law	schools	were	surveyed.25












are	 asked	 to	 rate	 their	 perception	 of	 each	 law	 school,	 their	 answers	 are	 entirely	

















	 24.	 Robert	Morse	&	Sam	Flanigan,	Methodology: Law School Rankings,	U.s. neWs & WoRLD RepoRT	




	 26.	 Andrew	P.	Morriss	&	William	D.	Henderson,	Measuring Outcomes: Post-Graduation Measures 
of Success in the	U.S.	News	&	World	Report	Law School Rankings,	83	inD. L.J.	791,	795	n.15	(2008)	




	 29.	 See	J.	Periam	Danton,	Notes on the Evaluation of Library Schools,	24	J. eDUc. LiBRARiAnship	
106,	107	(1983).
	 30.	 Id.	at	108.
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on	doctoral	degrees	in	library	education	and	research,	then	on	doctoral	degrees	in	





















in-depth	 and	 are	 less	 frequently	 collected.	 The	 latest	 rankings	 are	 from	 2009.37	





has	 raised	 some	 concern	 within	 the	 librarianship	 community,	 particularly	 the	
worry	that	such	a	method	of	analysis	results	in	little	more	than	a	popularity	contest,	
rather	 than	 a	 genuine	 evaluation	 of	 a	 program’s	 strength.39	As	 to	 the	 effect	 that	
	 31.	 Herbert	S.	White,	Perceptions by Educators and Administrators of the Ranking of Library School 
Programs,	42	coLL. & Res. LiBRARiAnship	191	(1981).




	 35.	 Blaise	Cronin	&	Kara	Overfelt,	Postscript on Program Rankings,	47	J. AMeR. soc’y inFo. sci.	
173,	173	(1996).
	 36.	 Id.	at	174–75.
	 37.	 Library and Information Studies,	U.s. neWs & WoRLD RepoRT,	 http://grad-schools.usnews
.rankingsandreviews.com/best-graduate-schools/top-library-information-science-programs/library	
-information-science-rankings	(last	visited	Aug.	14,	2012).
	 38.	 Robert	 Morse,	 Methodology: Graduate Library and Information Studies Rankings,	 U.s. 
neWs & WoRLD RepoRT	 (Mar.	 12,	 2012),	 http://www.usnews.com/education/best-graduate-schools
/articles/2011/03/14/library-and-information-studies-rankings-methodology-2012.
	 39.	 Tina	S.	Ching	&	Hollie	C.	White,	Breaking Down the Rankings: Law Librarians Respond to the	
U.S.	News	and	World	Report	Ranking of Law Librarianship Programs,	AALL specTRUM,	Nov.	2006,	at	
12,	13.






article	was	mainly	anecdotal	 in	nature,	 the	 results	of	 these	 interviews	cannot	be	
generalized	to	the	entire	population	of	academic	law	librarians.
¶17	Reviewing	the	literature	on	law	librarianship	degrees	and	program	rank-
ings	presents	more	questions	 than	answers.	Legal	employer	 reliance	on	 law	pro-
gram	rankings	 is	effectively	set	 in	stone,	but	reliance	on	 library	science	program	
rankings	 is	 less	 certain;	 further,	 reliance	on	 rankings	 for	 either	program	by	aca-
demic	law	library	directors	is	unknown.	The	trend	in	law	librarianship	shows	that	
more	 and	more	 law	 librarians	 are	 earning	both	 law	 and	 library	 science	degrees.	
When	evaluating	candidates	for	academic	law	librarianship	positions,	therefore,	is	
it	 simply	 possession	 of	 both	 degrees	 that	 matters,	 or	 do	 employers	 also	 place	
emphasis	on	where	those	degrees	were	obtained?	Given	the	vast	difference	in	rank-
ing	 methodologies	 for	 law	 and	 library	 science	 programs,	 is	 it	 more	 likely	 that	
employers	will	place	significance	on	the	rank	of	one	degree	over	another?	
Study Methodology













variables	 were	 sought:	 institution	 of	 employment,	 job	 title,	 institution	 granting	
librarian’s	 law	degree,	 institution	 granting	 librarian’s	 library	 science	 degree,	 and	
date	each	degree	was	earned;	using	the	latest	iteration	of	the	U.S. News	rankings,	
current	ranks	of	the	 librarians’	 institutions	of	employment,	 institutions	granting	
	 40.	 Id.
	 41.	 Although	there	were	199	ABA-accredited	 law	schools,	data	on	only	 the	 top	 fifty	were	col-









staff	directories	on	 the	 institutions’	web	 sites	were	used	 to	 locate	 staff	members’	
names,	and	Internet	searches	were	conducted	to	see	whether	credentials	could	be	
found	 on	 other	 publicly	 available	 sites.	Where	 this	 occurred,	 some	missing	 data	





holding	 only	 a	 library	 science	 or	 law	 degree	 and	 those	 with	 foreign	 equivalent	
















¶23	Although	 the	 information	being	 analyzed	 in	 this	 study	divided	 relatively	
naturally	into	categories	(date,	degree-granting	institutions,	job	title,	etc.),	because	
the	information	was	collected	solely	through	analysis	of	web	resources,	the	study	
relied	on	 institutions	to	post	 the	required	 information,	and	not	all	organizations	
displayed	 the	 same	 amount	 of	 information,	 rendering	 collection	 in	 some	 areas,	

















ings	 currently	 run	 through	 145.	 This	 allowed	 for	 a	 comparison	 between	 the	
unranked	and	ranked	programs.

































i.e.,	whether	they	differ	from	what	should	be	expected.	See	BARBARA M. WiLDeMUTh, AppLicATions oF 
sociAL science ReseARch MeThoDs To QUesTions in inFoRMATion AnD LiBRARy science	349	(2009).
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law	library	directors	from	each	population.	Of	the	twelve	chi-square	analyses	per-




area	 revealed	 nothing	 of	 significance,	with	 the	 data	 distributed	 evenly	 across	 all	
samples.	Generally	 it	was	 discovered	 that	 librarians	 in	 this	 study	 tended	 to	have	










existed	between	the	 law	school	education	ranks	 for	 librarians	working	at	 the	 top	
fifty	law	schools	and	those	of	the	librarians	in	the	random	sample.
Table 2
Rank of Law Degree Granting Institution, Top Fifty and Random Samples
Sample Populations Rank 26 to 50 Rank 11 to 25 Rank 1 to 10
Top Fifty Sample (n=259) 22% (n=57) 20% (n=51) 15% (n=40)
Random Sample (n=107) 23% (n=25) 12% (n=13) 5% (n=5)
NOTE: Some percentages do not add up to 100% due to inclusion of directors in the data,  





0.01,	 resulting	 in	 a	 rejection	of	 the	null	 hypothesis.48	Distribution	of	 law	 school	




were	 different	 enough	 to	 be	 statistically	 significant.	A	 chi-square	 analysis	 begins	 by	 assuming	 the	
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law	 schools.	 This	 suggests	 that	 the	 rank	 of	 one’s	 law	 school	 education	 becomes	
more	significant	when	seeking	positions	at	the	highest-ranked	law	schools.
Figure 1. Comparison of Rank of Law Degree Granting Institution for Top 
Twenty-Five and Top Ten Samples (No. of Librarians)
Table 3
Rank of Law Degree Granting Institution, Top Twenty-Five, and Top Ten Law Schools
Populations Rank 26 to 50 Rank 11 to 25 Rank 1 to 10
Top Twenty-Five Sample (n=140) 14% (n=20) 23% (n=32) 17% (n=24)




ment,	 a	 chi-square	 analysis	 of	 library	 science	 education	 for	 these	 two	 samples	
yielded	 a	 probability	 value	 of	 0.01,	 requiring	 a	 rejection	 of	 the	 null	 hypothesis.	
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Table 4
Rank of Library Science Degree Granting Institution, Top Fifty and Random Samples
Samples Ranked 21 to 44 Ranked 11 to 20 Ranked 1 to 10
Top Fifty Sample (n=259) 27% (n=70) 8% (n=21) 57% (n=148)
Random Sample (n=107) 33% (n=35) 17% (n=18) 42% (n=45)
NOTE: Because the rankings for library science currently only extend to 44, these programs were  
broken down into top twenty and top ten rather than top twenty-five and top fifty as for law schools.
¶32	Subsequent	chi-square	analyses	of	library	science	education	for	law	library	





Figure 2. Comparison of Rank Library Science Degree Granting Institution for Top 
Fifty and Random Samples (No. of Librarians)





analytical	results.	RichARD LoWRy,	A First Glance at the Question of Statistical Significance,	in	concepTs 
AnD AppLicATions oF inFeRenTiAL sTATisTics,	http://vassarstats.net/textbook/ch4pt1.html	(last	visited	
Aug.	14,	2012).








Librarians with Similarly Ranked Law and Library Science Education,  
Top Fifty and Random Samples
Samples 
 
Law Rank 26 to 50, 
Library Science Rank  
21 to 44
Law Rank 11 to 25,  
Library Science Rank  
11 to 20
Law and Library Science 
Rank 1 to 10 
Top Fifty Sample (n=259) 31% (n=80) 18% (n=47) 7% (n=17)
Random Sample (n=107) 30% (n=32) 5% (n=5) 3% (n=3)
¶34	The	probability	value	in	this	comparison	was	0.05,	revealing	a	varied	dis-
tribution	 of	 the	 data	 across	 these	 two	 populations.	 This	 finding	 indicates	 that	
librarians	working	at	top	fifty	ranked	law	schools	are	more	likely	to	have	received	
an	 overall	 high-ranked	 education	 than	 those	 in	 the	 random	 sample	 of	 law	
librarians.
Figure 3. Comparison of Similarly Ranked Law and Library Science 
Education for Top Fifty and Random Samples (No. of Librarians)
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Discussion































librarian	populations.	This	 suggests	 that	 some	other	 factor	apart	 from	education	
enhances	the	qualities	of	candidates	for	law	library	director	positions.	Determining	
what	those	factors	might	be	is	a	subject	for	another	study.
¶40	 As	 a	 purely	 quantitative	 study,	 many	 explanations	 can	 be	made	 for	 the	
results	reached.	For	instance,	the	suggestion	from	the	data	that	library	science	edu-


















prospect	 for	those	with	an	interest	 in	 law	and	legal	scholarship.	The	educational	
background	of	those	in	the	profession	has	always	ranged	between	those	with	a	legal	









tion’s	 rank,	may	want	 to	 put	more	 emphasis	 on	 the	 rank	 of	 the	 library	 science	
program	 they	 attend,	 while	 those	 specifically	 seeking	 employment	 at	 the	 most	










indeed	matter,	but	how	much	 it	matters	may	depend	on	one’s	 individual	 career	
aspirations.
